





In Learning Second Language through Interaction, Ellis argues that there are 
two ways in which we can view teaching: the external and internal views (1999: 
209). An external view of teaching is about curricular goals, materials for realizing 
these goals, classroom activities and devices for measuring student progress. It is 
what teachers orient to when they are in the process of learning how to teach a 
foreign language. It is the traditional way of looking at teaching. An internal view 
of teaching requires us to see teaching as an interactional event or a process of 
classroom communication. R. Allwright (1984: 156) sees interaction as ‘the 
fundamental fact of classroom pedagogy because everything that happens in the 
classroom happens through a process of live person-to-person interaction’. As 
Figure 1 shows, classroom interaction mediates between pedagogic 
decision-making and the outcomes of language instruction. 
 
Figure 1: The relationship between plans and outcomes 
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Source: D. Allwright and K. Bailey, Focus on the Language Classroom: An Introduction to Classroom 
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Teachers plan their lessons by making selections with regard to what to teach, how 
to teach, and the nature of the social relationships they want to encourage. When 
implemented, their plans result in classroom interaction. This is not planned in 
advance, but is co-produced with the learners. The interaction provides learners 
with opportunities to encounter input or to practise the foreign language. It also 
creates in the learners a state of receptivity, that is, a willingness to encounter the 
language and culture.  
Ellis (1999) goes on to argue that teachers need to adopt both the external and 
internal views. The external view is important for planning lessons. Teachers need 
to decide on the aims of their lessons, the particular activities they are going to use, 
and the methodological procedures they will employ. The internal view is 
important for understanding how teachers create conditions in which language 
learning can take place. Teaching, according to the internal view, is about 
managing classroom interaction to provide opportunities for learning. The internal 
view of teaching in China’s college English classroom is the concern of the thesis 
because of the following reasons. 
The first is related to the distinction between second and foreign language 
acquisition. The distinction is significant in that there will be radical differences in 
both what is learnt and how it is learnt. As to second language acquisition, the 
language functions as a recognized means of communication among members who 
speak some other language as their mother tongue. On the contrary, foreign 
language learning takes place in settings where the language plays no major role in 
the community and is primarily learnt only in the classroom.  
To Chinese English learners, they learn English in China, that is, they learn 
other country’s language in their motherland. English learning in China mainly 















language knowledge and practise it but they seldom have the chance after class. In 
this sense, classroom plays an essential part in their English learning. As a main 
part of China’s EFL teaching, the college English course, which lasts only two 
academic years, prepares all non-English-major college English learners for their 
future work and life. In a sense, what the learners gain in these two years has 
significant effect on their future English study after graduation. Besides, China’s 
college English classes are characterized by the great number of students and the 
unevenness of students’ English levels. Therefore it is vital to ensure the efficiency 
of college English classroom interaction. 
The second reason is the current situation of college English teaching in 
China. The nature of foreign language classroom interaction, illustrated by D. 
Allwright and K. Bailey in Figure 1, confronts college English teachers in China 
with great challenges. On one hand, although they have acquired degrees of 
bachelor, master or doctorate in foreign linguistics or literature, they do not have 
the advantages of native speakers. On the other hand, according to the surveys 
given by both 高一虹 et al. (1999) and 戴伟栋  (2001), the quality and 
professional level of Chinese foreign language teachers are not satisfactory. 郑树
棠 et al. (1997) do some researches of the situation and characteristics of college 
English teaching and reveal that most of college English classroom is 
language-centered, teaching-centered and text-centered, along with only a few 
adopting the principles of communicative language teaching, such as role play, 
pair work, group work. 王奇民 (2002), in his survey, demonstrates that college 
English is the course that costs the most time and energy, that students hold 
pessimistic attitudes towards the effect of college English teaching, and that the 
dull and outmoded teaching methods and lack of communication environment in 
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al. (2003) also express such concern as the majority of Chinese foreign language 
teachers still utilize the traditional teaching method, which is characterized by 
grammar-teaching, teacher-instruction and the acquisition of linguistic knowledge. 
谢邦秀 (2000) shows her concern from the viewpoint of college English teaching 
research in China. She finds that the research concerning college English 
classroom interaction is still not the main trend. 杨雪燕 (2003) shares the same 
view as 谢邦秀. 
Therefore, it is necessary and imperative that Chinese college English 
teachers be directed in such areas as the theory and practice of foreign language 
teaching and the process of classroom interaction. Furthermore, college English 
teachers should do empirical researches in their own classrooms so that they will 
have a clear idea of what happened in the classroom and what need further 
improvement. 
In this thesis, there are three chapters besides the introduction. Chapter 1 
reviews (1) the classroom interaction reflected in TEFL approaches and methods 
in western countries, (2) the concerned empirical researches, (3) the development 
of the classroom interaction in China’s EFL class and (4) the methods employed in 
the classroom interaction research. In chapter 2, the research is carried out by the 
author in the author’s own college English classroom, which includes three parts. 
Part 1 deals with the research background; part 2 copes with the research design; 
part 3 analyzes the research result and figures out the overall characteristics of the 
author’s college English classroom interaction. Chapter 3 expounds the related 
points, which arise from the research and are significant to college English 
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Chapter 1  Theoretical Background 
 
 
1.1 The Classroom Interaction Reflected in TEFL Approaches 
and Methods in Western Countries 
 
China’s TEFL approaches and methods have been significantly influenced by 
those in western countries. So it is necessary to review the classroom interaction 
expected by TEFL approaches and methods in western countries. Antony (1963: 
63-67) identified three levels of conceptualization and organization about teaching 
a language, which he termed approach, method and technique: 
 
The arrangement is hierarchical. The organizational key is that techniques 
carry out a method which is consistent with an approach…An approach is a 
set of correlative assumptions dealing with the nature of language teaching 
and learning. An approach is axiomatic. It describes the nature of the subject 
matter to be taught…Method is an overall plan for the orderly presentation of 
language material, no part of which contradicts, and all of which is based 
upon, the selected approach. An approach is axiomatic. A method is 
procedural. Within one approach, there can be many methods…A technique is 
implementational─that which actually takes place in a classroom. It is a 
particular trick, strategy, or contrivance used to accomplish an immediate 
objective. Techniques must be consistent with a method, and therefore in 
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Richards and Rodgers (2000) make further complementation. They see approaches 
and methods treated at the level of design, the level in which objectives, syllabus, 
and contents are determined, and in which the roles of teachers, learners, and 
instructional materials are specified. Richards and Rodgers (2000) refer to the 
implementation phase (the level of technique in Anthony’s mode) by the slightly 
more comprehensive term procedure. Thus a method, theoretically related to an 
approach, is organizationally determined by a design, and it is practically realized 
in the procedure. 
From what has been mentioned above, despite the diversity, all approaches 
and methods assume that there is a single set of principles that determine whether 
or not learning will take place. They all propose a single set of precepts for teacher 
and learner classroom behavior and assert if these principles are faithfully 
followed, they will result in learning for all. Therefore let’s see what kind of the 
classroom interaction is expected in diverse approaches and methods, according to 
the historical sequence. 
Grammar Translation method dominated foreign language teaching from the 
1840s to the 1940s (Richards and Rodgers 2000: 4) and has continued to be used 
in one form or another until the present day. Paul Davies and Eric Pearse (2002: 
186-187) make a good summary of its characteristics: 
 
 languages are seen as system of rules for the construction of correct 
sentences. Writing is considered to be the superior form of a language. 
Languages are believed to be learnt best by memorizing the rules, along with 
bilingual vocabulary lists, and applying them when constructing sentences, 
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the application of rules, as well as the transformation of sentences. The 
teacher’s role is to explain grammar rules and the meaning of words in the 
learners’ native language, organize practice (for example, the recitation of 
rules and translation), and correct learners’ mistakes. The learners’ role is to 
pay careful attention to the teacher’s explanations and corrections, memorize 
rules and vocabulary lists, and carefully do the practice tasks the teacher 
sets. 
 
We can see that this method does nothing to enhance a student’s communicative 
ability in the classroom discourse. According to it, foreign language learning 
means a tedious experience of memorizing endless lists of unusable grammar rules 
and vocabulary and students are expected to produce translation of stilted or 
literary prose. 
At the end of the 19th century, the Direct method developed as a revolution 
against the Grammar-Translation method (Davies and Pearse 2002: 189). 
Languages are seen as systems of communication and languages are believed to be 
learnt best by hearing words and sentences in context and imitating what you hear. 
Classroom instruction is conducted exclusively in the target language. Only daily 
vocabulary and sentences are taught. As to concrete vocabulary, it is taught 
through the demonstration of objects or pictures while abstract vocabulary is 
taught by association of ideas. Correct pronunciation and grammar are stressed. 
Grammar is taught inductively. Both speech and listening comprehension are 
taught. Oral communication skills are built up in a carefully graded progression 
organized around question-and-answer exchanges between teachers and students 
in small, intensive classes. Question-and-answer exchange is considered one of the 
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needs to be active, demonstrating the language, organizing practice, and correcting 
the learners. The learner’s role is to listen carefully, imitate, and participate as 
much as possible in the oral practice of the language. The method requires teachers 
to be native speakers or to have native-like fluency in the foreign language. In 
addition, the method is weak in syllabus and classroom technique (Davies and 
Pearse 2002: 190). 
In the 1920s and 1930s, Situational Language Teaching was developed by 
British applied linguists (Davies and Pearse 2002: 189). The theory of language 
underlying the method is a type of British structuralism. Speech is regarded as the 
basis of language, and structure is viewed as being at the heart of speaking ability. 
The British theoreticians have a focus to their version of structuralism, that is, the 
notion of “situation”. As Pittman (1963: 179) puts it, “our principal classroom 
activity in the teaching of English structure will be the oral practice of structures. 
This oral practice of controlled sentence patterns should be given in situations 
designed to give the greatest amounts of practice in English speech to the pupil”. 
The theory of learning is a type of behaviorist habit-learning theory which 
addresses primarily the processes rather than the conditions of learning. Frisby 
(1957: 36) cites Palmer’s views as authoritative: 
 
 As Palmer has pointed out, there are three processes in learning a 
language—receiving the knowledge or materials, fixing it in the memory by 
repetition, and using it in actual practice until it becomes a personal skill.  
 
The main characteristics of the approach are the following: language teaching 
begins with the spoken language; material is taught orally before it is presented in 
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points are introduced and practiced situationally; vocabulary is covered; items of 
grammar are graded following the principal that simple forms should be taught 
before complex ones; reading and writing are introduced once a sufficient lexical 
and grammatical basis is established (Richards and Rodgers 2000: 34). At the 
beginning, the learner is expected to listen and repeat what the teacher says and to 
respond to questions and commands, with no control over the content of learning. 
Later, learners are encouraged to initiate responses and ask each other questions. 
The teacher is to be a model in the presentation stage, then to be a conductor of an 
orchestra, directing learners to produce utterances, last to give students more 
opportunities to practise the language while on the lookout for grammatical and 
structural errors. 
In the case of the classroom interaction anticipated by the methods from 
1950s to 1980s, I would like to use Nunan’s categorizations. In Language 
Teaching Methodology: A Textbook for Teachers, Nunan (1995) assigns methods 
to three categories: the psychological tradition, the humanistic tradition and the 
second language acquisition tradition. 
The psychological tradition refers to methods that are based on psychological 
theories of learning which, as general ones, are not developed specifically to 
inform language learning and teaching. The tradition includes audio-lingualism 
and cognitive code learning. 
In the case of audio-lingualism, a principle rationale is provided by 
behaviorist psychology and American structural linguistics. American structural 
linguists hold that elements in a language are thought of as being linearly produced 
in a rule-governed way, language samples can be exhaustively described at any 
structural level of description (phonetic, phonemic, morphological), and that 
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entails mastering its elements and learning its rules by which elements are 
combined, from phoneme to morpheme, to word, to phrase, to sentence. A parallel 
to the development of American structural linguistics is the development of 
behaviorism, which is attributed to B. F. Skinner. He creates a new concept called 
operant conditioning which places more emphasis on the consequences of a 
stimulus or stimuli than on the stimuli themselves. He accounts for learning in 
terms of the reinforcement of these stimulated consequences or responses. Brown 
(1994: 77) provides the following account of the way reinforcement is supposed to 
result in learning: 
 
 According to Skinner, the events or stimuli—the reinforcers—that follow a 
response and that tend to strengthen behavior or increase the probability of a 
recurrence of that response constitute a powerful force in the control of 
human behavior. Reinforcers are far stronger aspects of learning than mere 
association of a prior stimulus with a following response, as in the classical 
conditioning model. We are governed by the consequences of our behavior, 
and therefore Skinner felt we ought, in studying human behavior, to study the 
effect of those consequences. And if we wish to control behavior, say, to teach 
someone something, we ought to attend carefully to reinforcers.  
 
Learners are viewed as organisms that can be directed by skilled training 
techniques to produce correct response. They play a reactive role by responding to 
stimuli, and thus have little control over the content, pace or style of learning. 
They are not encouraged to initiate interaction, because this may lead to mistakes. 
In Audio-lingualism, the teacher’s role is central and active; it is a 
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directions and pace of learning, and monitors and corrects the learners’ 
performance. 
Audio-lingualism suffered in two-pronged attack on behaviorism and 
structural linguistics from transformational grammar and cognitive psychology, 
which gave rise to their own method—cognitive-code learning. The major 
departure of cognitive psychology from behaviorism is that cognitivism views the 
learning process as a two-way process between the organism and its environment. 
The ability of the organism to act on the environment contrasts with the 
behaviorist view that the organism is basically the passive recipient of outside 
stimuli. Another argument against behaviorism is that with finite number of 
grammatical rules and a limited vocabulary, we can create an infinite number of 
sentences, many of which may never have been uttered before while according to 
audio-lingualism, it will take thousands of lifetime to learn all the sentences of a 
language through a process of stimulus-response. The transformationalist 
demonstrates that there are aspects of the child’s emerging linguistic system which 
can not simply be accounted for in terms of stimulus-response psychology.  
According to cognitive-code learning, at the beginning of a lesson the teacher 
should try to establish a mental set which encourages learners to invoke their prior 
knowledge as a preliminary to new learning. Language learning is believed to be 
an active, intelligent, rule-seeking, problem-solving process in which learners are 
encouraged to reflect upon and discuss the way the target language operates. 
Humanistic techniques “blend what the student feels, thinks and knows with 
what he is learning in the target language. Rather than self-denial being the 
acceptable way of life, self-actualization and self-esteem are the ideals the 
exercises pursue. [The techniques] help build rapport, cohesiveness, and caring 













Study on College English Classroom Interaction  
 12
themselves, and be proud of themselves…help foster a climate of caring and 
sharing in the foreign language class” (Moskowitz 1978: 2). The most important 
principle is that the learner’s emotional attitude towards the teacher, towards 
fellow learners, and towards the target language and culture, is the single most 
important variable in language learning. The other principle of these different 
methods is that teaching should be made subservient to learning. The humanistic 
methods include Community Language learning, the Silent way and 
Suggestopedia. 
In Community Language learning (CLL), the learners are first seated in a 
closed circle with the teacher on the outside. When learners want to say something 
they feel difficult, they call the teacher across and whisper whatever it is they want 
to communicate to the teacher in the L1. The teacher whispers back an L2 
translation, and the learners’ utterances are recorded on tape. At the end of the 
session, the group generally has a lengthy taped interaction, all in the target 
language. This is subsequently replayed, analyzed and used as the basis of more 
formal language work. The main aim of CLL is to create a genuinely warm and 
supportive community among the learners and gradually to move them from 
complete dependence on the teacher to complete autonomy. Learners become 
members of a community, consisting of their fellow students and the teacher, and 
learn through interacting with members of the community. 
The Silent Way views learning as a problem-solving, discovering and creative 
activity, in which the learner is a principal actor rather than a passive listener and 
the teacher is silent for most of the time. “The teacher and the student are in a 
more cooperative position. The student is not a bench-bound listener, but is taking 
part in the formulation and at times may play the principal role in it” (Bruner 1966: 













Chapter 1  Theoretical Background 
 13
an item. Testing follows immediately and it might better be termed elicitation and 
shaping of student production, which is done in as silent a way as possible. Last 
the teacher silently monitors learners’ struggle with their new linguistic tools. 
Lozonov, who developed Suggestopedia, believes that the human mind is 
capable of prodigious feats of memory of learning, which takes place under the 
appropriate conditions. He attempts to realize the hidden potential of the mind by 
getting students to learn in a state of deep relaxation bordering on hypnosis. This 
hypnotic state is brought about through yogic techniques of relaxation, rhythmic 
breathing, and listening to reading by the teacher which is synchronized to music. 
The use of music is supposed to activate the left hemisphere of the brain, which, in 
consequence, is designed to facilitate holistic learning (Nunan 1995: 239). 
The acquisition tradition includes the Natural Approach and the Total 
Physical response. The most persuasive advocate of the tradition is Krashen. 
Krashen is famous for the five hypotheses, that is, the Acquisition-Learning 
Hypothesis, the Natural Order Hypothesis, the Monitor Hypothesis, the Input 
Hypothesis and the Affective Filter Hypothesis (Larsen-Freeman and Long 2000: 
241-244). In collaboration with Terrell, Krashen developed the Natural Approach. 
In the approach, language is viewed as a vehicle for communicating meanings and 
messages. Despite their avowed communicative approach to language, they view 
language learning, as Audio-lingualism does, as mastery of structures by stages. 
“The input hypothesis states that in order for acquirers to progress to the next stage 
in the acquisition of the target language, they need to understand input language 
that includes a structure that is part of the next stage” (Krashen and Terrell 1983: 
32). It begins with providing the learners with a lot of comprehensible listening 
input related to actions. Later, it continues to use activities associated with other 
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Teaching, and Communicative Language Teaching. This approach does not work 
systematically through a predetermined language syllabus, but progress by 
focusing on communication in areas of need and interest to the learners. It 
emphasizes the importance of reducing stress and anxiety, and promoting the 
learners’ motivation and self-confidence. We will see that at the beginning learners 
participate in the language activity but do not have to respond in the target 
language. Later students respond to either-or questions, use single words and short 
phrases, fill in charts, and use fixed conversational patterns. Finally students 
involve themselves in role play and games, contribute personal information and 
opinions, and participate in group problem solving. The teacher is the provider of 
comprehensible input, and expected to create a friendly classroom atmosphere and 
organize classroom activities. 
The Total Physical Response is suitable for beginners’ course only and later 
needs to be supplemented by activities and techniques from other methods. It aims 
to develop listening comprehension before production, to associate language with 
action, and to reduce stress in language learning. Learners have the primary roles 
of listener and performer. The teacher plays an active and direct role in physical 
response. “The instructor is the director of a stage play in which the students are 
the actors” (Asher 1977: 43). 
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), an approach with wide variations 
and not a well-defined method (Davies and Pearse 2002: 193), grew out of new 
theories of language and language learning that developed in the 1960s and 1970s. 
The linguistic theory underlying communication in CLT is Hyme’s communicative 
competence, which is much more broadly based than the linguistic competence of 
Chomskyan linguistics. Instead of referring only to the knowledge of linguistic 













Chapter 1  Theoretical Background 
 15
to use linguistic forms appropriately (Hudson 2000: 224). That is, “He or she 
acquires competence as to when to speak, when not, and as to what to talk about 
with whom, when, where, in what manner” (qtd. in Hudson 2000: 224). Another is 
Halliday’s functional account of language use. “Linguistics…is concerned …with 
the description of speech acts or texts, since only through the study of language in 
use are all the functions of language, and therefore all components of meaning, 
brought into focus” (Halliday 1972: 145). In the communicative language 
teaching,  
The teacher has two main roles: the first role is to facilitate the 
communication process between all participants in the classroom, and 
between these participants and the various activities and texts. The second 
role is to act as an independent participant within the learning-teaching 
group…The role of learner as negotiator—between the self, the learning 
process, and the object of learning—emerges from and interacts with the role 
of joint negotiator within the group and within the classroom procedures and 
activities which the group undertakes. The implication for the learner is that 
he should contribute as much as he gains, and thereby learn in an 
interdependent way. (Breen and Candlin 1980: 110) 
 
Paul Davies and Eric Pearse (2002) invent such a term as the Course Design 
Approach in their work Success in English Teaching. According to the approach, 
the principle is that teachers should find out exactly who they are teaching in every 
course they give, for example, what the learners’ interests are, their learning styles, 
and their current or possible uses of English (Davies and Pearse 2002: 194). This 
approach refers in part to the English for Specific Purposes (ESP) in the late 1960s. 
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approach not as a product; it is an approach to language teaching in which all 
decisions as to content and method are based on the learner’s reason for learning. 
It recognizes different needs of different groups of learners and focuses on the 
design of appropriate courses for them.  
Paul Davies and Eric Pearse (2002) describe learner-centered teaching and 
task-based learning as the current development. A learner-centered approach is 
based on a belief that learners will bring to the learning situation different beliefs 
and attitudes that need to be taken into consideration. Many teachers now try to 
find out about individual learners’ motivations, needs, interests, and learning styles. 
Then they prepare teaching plans that cover the common motivations, needs, and 
interests of the learners, and also offer different learners in the group opportunities 
to work in the ways they find most comfortable and useful. Furthermore, many 
teachers spend time on learner training, helping learners to be more aware of 
themselves as learners, and how they can develop whatever strengths they have 
and overcome their weaknesses. As to those students who are autonomous, many 
institutions provide self-access facilities such as a library, computers, and 
audio-and video-cassette players which learners can use. According to Prabhu,  
 
task-based teaching operates with the concept that, while the conscious mind 
is working out some of the meaning-content, some subconscious part of the 
mind perceives, abstracts or acquires (or recreates, as a cognitive structure) 
some of the linguistic structuring embodied in those entities, as a step in the 
development of an internal system of rules. The intensive exposure caused by 
an effort to work out meaning-content is thus a condition which is favorable to 
the subconscious abstraction—or cognitive formation—of language structure. 
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